Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or in the darkness of destructive selfishness.
How Does Altruism Relate to Whole Health?
We can look to our human history for the answer. Experts from many disciplines, such as philosophers, ethologists, and evolutionary biologists, make the case that altruism is coded into the genes and that species whose genetic material is marked with more altruism than aggression are more likely to survive-a core element of what Darwin coined "fitness" (Midlarsky, 2011) . Similarly, according to Post (2005) , altruism, as an emotion or behavior that is directed at others rather than oneself, is associated with better longevity, well-being, and overall health. In fact, several studies have shown immune enhancing biological changes in the biological markers of participants after they engage in altruistic behavior (Post, 2005) . The evidence points to the importance of our connections for survival and human health.
How Do Altruism and Selfishness Demonstrate Mental Illness or Improved Mental Health?
An antonym to altruism, selfishness is being "concerned excessively or exclusively with oneself: seeking or concentrating on one's own advantage, pleasure, or wellbeing without regard for others" ("selfishness," 2019). It is sometimes noted as a symptom in certain mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety, bipolar disorders, addiction, and personality disorders (Learning Mind, n.d.) . Not to be confused with self-care, selfishness (or self-absorption) can disrupt the connections we have with other people. By undermining healthy reciprocal connections and isolating individuals from existing and future relationships, selfishness is damaging to mental health and whole health.
In contrast, altruistic behavior can stimulate the reward-related neural circuits in the brain, creating positive feelings making altruism psychologically rewarding (Fehr & Rockenbach, 2004) . In the literature, being the helper is more often associated with mental health than being the recipient of help (Post, 2005) . Lay and Hoppmann (2017) posit that if the person behaving altruistically is made aware of these benefits, it may create a positive cycle in which the individual is motivated to engage in this behavior, which further drives health, wellbeing, and prosocial behavior. With our psychiatric-mental health nursing expertise, we can help our patients embrace this positive cycle of altruistic behavior.
As I have looked for improvement in the people I have cared for, demonstrations of altruism are an important indicator to me that a person is healing. It serves as a bellwether of enhanced mental health. The patient moves away from illness and the often-accompanying selfabsorption and self-concern, and moves toward connection and whole health. I believe that altruism can heal. It can give meaning to a person's experience (trauma) and support the move from victim to survivor. We have all witnessed individuals in recovery from mental illness or addiction find purpose in their suffering by sharing their journey. This is the power of recovery support specialists! This focus on helping others to survive and thrive benefits both the patient and the care giver.
How Does Psychiatric-Mental Health Nurses' Altruism Create and Foster Connections With Our Patients?
Altruism is often viewed as a core principle nursing. In fact, a 2011 survey of nursing students revealed that finding an altruistic career was a key motivating factor for those students entering a nursing program (Rhodes, Morris, & Lazenby, 2011) . Throughout our nursing practice, modeling mental health is an important piece of our care for our patients; so demonstrating altruism can also be a part of our care. And as we set concrete goals for engaged care, we can include volunteering or other acts of kindness. For example, a 1999 study that introduced altruistic food sharing to an older adults' psychotherapy group found that this altruistic behavior improved self-image and fostered connectedness through a sense of shared experience (Bonhote, Romano-Egan, & Cornwell, 1999) . We can help improve our patients' prosocial behaviors of cooperation and involvement with the welfare of others as a part of their journey toward whole health.
Given Psychiatric Mental Health
Nurses' Propensity for Altruism and Sometimes Over-Altruism, How Do We Make Sure That We Use and Teach Appropriate Self-Care for Ourselves and Our Patients?
The answer here is to practice what you preach! Psychiatric-mental health nurses are experts in teaching others about self-care. But we are not always so skilled at remembering to practice what we preach. According to a 2013-2016 appraisal of nurses' health by the American Nurses Association (2018), nurses need to improve their physical activity, nutrition, rest, quality of life, and more. Pure exhaustion should not be our only clue that it is time for self-care. Post (2005, p. 66) warns that the health benefits of altruistic behavior only hold true so long as the person is "not overwhelmed by helping tasks" or the "helping behavior is not experienced as overwhelming." We understand the role of diet, exercise, and healthy connections to our work and the people in our lives, but we need to be more intentional about applying that to ourselves. Making the distinction between self-care versus selfishness and self-absorption is important for us and our patients as we strive to eliminate barriers to building a more connected life. As colleagues, we need to identify the barriers to self-care and help each other in removing them. The connections we make through the American Psychiatric Nurses Association help us all revitalize and focus on refreshing our energy for the altruistic care we provide every day.
We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give. (Winston Churchill) 
